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and German at The University of Queensland 
from 1912 and the University’s first professor of 
English language and literature from 1922 until 
his retirement in 1953, and Frederick Walter 
Robinson, lecturer in English and German from 
1923 and associate professor of English from 
1946 to 1958.
Stable and Robinson were legendary figures in 
the early decades of the University. With just a 
handful of colleagues, they effectively were the 
English program at The University of Queensland 
from 1920s to the 1950s. (For most of this 
period, English was an honours school within 
the Department of Modern Languages, with a 
separate Department of English only established 
in 1953.) However, Stable and Robinson did not 
confine their energies to the University. Both were 
leading figures in the development of school 
English in Queensland, and in the numerous 
cultural societies of the time.
The Fryer Library is a wonderful place to study 
the careers of these two energetic and influential 
men. Robinson was of course the founder of the 
library (as amply documented in Mark Cryle’s 
article in the June 2010 edition of Fryer Folios), 
and the thirty-four boxes of his papers (UQFL5) 
form one of Fryer’s core collections. Fryer also 
has some of Stable’s papers (such as his 1923 
inaugural address to the English and Modern 
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‘ENGLISH’ is central to what most of us think 
of and experience as education—acquiring the 
rudiments of reading and writing the language 
in primary school; writing essays on poems, 
plays, novels in secondary school; for many, 
taking more advanced studies in literature 
and language at university. Yet ‘English’ as a 
discrete academic discipline is a relatively recent 
phenomenon. The first professor of English 
(as opposed to Anglo-Saxon) at Oxford, for 
example, was appointed only in 1904 and the 
teaching of English in secondary schools in 
Britain and Australia in a form that we would 
recognise only emerged after the landmark 
Newbolt Report of 1921.  
The story of the spectacular rise of ‘English’ 
over the course of the twentieth century has 
been told in many recent books and essays. 
Leigh Dale’s The enchantment of English (2012) 
does this for university English in Australia. 
But the story of ‘English’ in Australia is a highly 
localised affair, with individual universities 
and state education systems offering their 
own variations on national and international 
narratives—very often decisively influenced by 
powerful or charismatic individuals. In the case 
of Queensland, both the state and the university, 
the two key such individuals were Jeremiah 
Joseph Stable, lecturer in English, French 
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Languages Association of Queensland) and 
copies of his edited books that touched the 
lives of generations of children in Queensland 
secondary schools—four anthologies of poetry 
starting with The bond of poetry (1924) and his 
edition of Julius Caesar (1936), published as part 
of the Australian Students’ Shakespeare series, 
of which Stable was general editor. Fryer also 
contains records of many of the cultural societies 
in Brisbane that Stable and Robinson helped 
to launch and sustain 
during the inter-war 
period—particularly 
the Queensland 
Authors and Artists 
Association (F1456), the 
English and Modern 
Languages Association 
of Queensland (F1455), 
and the Anthropological 
Society of Queensland 
(F1462). 
In a period when the 
University effectively 
dictated the secondary 
school curriculum 
through its power 
to set and mark the 
junior and senior 
public examinations, 
Stable and Robinson 
played key roles on the 
relevant committees 
and maintained a lively 
dialogue with their 
school colleagues. 
Much of this is recorded 
in the University 
Archives, particularly the 
minutes of the Public 
Examinations Board. 
As a young lecturer in 
the 1920s, Robinson 
led a group of university 
and school teachers 
of English to conduct 
a local version of the 
Newbolt report under 
the auspices of the 
English and Modern 
Languages Association 
of Queensland. 
The Report on the 
teaching of English in 
secondary schools in 
Queensland, published 
in October 19271, was 
the result of four years 
of characteristically 
methodical work by Robinson, involving the 
collation of responses to detailed questionnaires 
sent to every secondary school in Queensland as 
well as a considered response to some of the key 
issues—such as the relative importance of literary 
and language studies—raised by Newbolt. 
Stable’s main contribution to school English was 
through a series of anthologies—beginning with 
The bond of poetry (1924)—that were universally 
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used in Queensland secondary schools and 
formed the poetic tastes of more than one 
generation of Queenslanders. The bond of poetry, 
along with its successor The second bond of 
poetry (1938), was editorially innovative in placing 
Australian poems alongside such stalwarts of the 
English canon as Coleridge’s ‘The Rime of the 
Ancient Mariner’, suggesting not just bonds of 
citizenship with the home country but also ways 
in which Australian poets had developed and 
modified imported genres and texts. 
Robinson was also concerned with the place of 
Australian literature and culture in relation to its 
European antecedents. He is widely credited with 
offering the first university course in Australian 
literature in the 1920s. Importantly, however, 
Australian content was embedded within a 
broader course on English literature, reflecting 
the conviction of both Stable and Robinson that 
the national literature could only be meaningfully 
considered within this English context. 
Robinson’s Fryer papers, for example, include his 
notes from ‘Australian Poetry: Seven Lectures to 
English 1 Class of Queensland University, 1947’2.
While circumstance brought Stable and Robinson 
together, the two men had significant differences 
in background and temperament. Although born 
in Australia, Stable had grown up in Europe, 
learning to speak French and German fluently and 
receiving his secondary education in Switzerland 
before reading for the medieval and modern 
languages tripos at Cambridge. Robinson’s 
early training was in the classics, going on from 
a stellar undergraduate career at the University 
of Sydney to complete his doctorate on Roman 
history (written in German) at the University of 
Jena in pre-war Germany. Stable and Robinson 
were competitors for the McCaughey chair in 
English Language and Literature in 1922. The fact 
that Stable was the successful candidate reflects 
Leigh Dale’s wry comment about assumptions 
underlying the appointment of the first university 
teachers of English in Australia: ‘Publications 
were valued, but not to the extent that Oxford or 
Cambridge degrees were’3.
While Stable never ventured too far from 
his disciplinary moorings, Robinson was a 
veritable renaissance man. In addition to his 
literary interests, Robinson participated in 
an extraordinarily broad range of activities, 
including Australian anthropology (particularly the 
documentation and preservation of Aboriginal 
bora rings in the Brisbane region), academic 
heraldry, and the design and landscaping of 
the Saint Lucia campus—the Fryer collection 
includes Robinson’s 1936-37 plans for the 
campus, which were submitted to a competition 
held after the intention to build the new campus 
was announced in 1935. Although grounded 
in traditional scholarship, Robinson’s work 
exemplified the ‘interdisciplinary’ approaches 
that were to become fashionable only decades 
after his death. One of his long-term projects, 
part of which formed the basis for his 1963 
Macrossan lectures on ‘Prelude to Australia’, was 
provisionally titled Australian literature: the prelude 
and the first seventy years up to 18504 whose 
‘theme is not so much works of literature as the 
body of ideas and emotional reactions [about 
Australia] which slowly, in a new environment, 
at least may lead to literature’. A chapter 
title of this manuscript work exemplifies the 
approach—‘Greek Geographical Theory and the 
Idea of the Antipodes’. Robinson’s scholarship 
draws on a large range of historical, journalistic, 
anthropological and philosophical—as well as 
literary—texts.
Robinson’s range of interests and inspiring, 
if somewhat formal, teaching style made him 
a formative influence on the careers of many 
outstanding UQ alumni, including the writer David 
Malouf and former professor of English Peter 
Edwards. In the early 1990s, Edwards organised 
donations from many of Robinson’s former 
students to fund the installation of the ‘Doc 
Robbie Memorial Benches’ just behind the union 
building and overlooking the natural amphitheatre 
that Robinson had once envisaged as becoming 
the University’s Greek theatre (the papers relating 
to this exercise are collected as F3317).
Robinson published little in the way of 
conventional literary scholarship and criticism—
although he was quite industrious in producing 
commemorative and historical publications such 
as Canberra’s first hundred years (1924) and The 
University of Queensland, St Lucia, Brisbane 
(1957). Something of the charisma and ability 
to make connections between disparate areas 
of knowledge that so impressed his students, 
however, does come through in his extensive 
lecture notes. 
For example, in a 1947 lecture, Robinson makes 
extraordinary connections between Aristotle’s 
notion of mimesis, Wordsworth’s ‘Intimations 
Ode’ (‘As if his whole vocation, / Were endless 
imitation’), and Aboriginal custom as reported in 
Tom Petrie’s Reminiscences of early Queensland. 
He speaks of Petrie’s story of a camp-fire where 
‘some men told stories of ‘past exploits’ (res 
gestae) while others assumed the role of some 
person or animal. In such stories, lies the germ of 
epic, which has given us the Iliad, the Odyssey, 
our own Beowulf… The other men, who would 
assume the role of different persons, or imitate 
animals, show the first germ of primitive drama’5. 
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Clearly Robinson’s notion of ‘English’ is a world away from 
the professionalised and specialised university discipline 
that emerged in Australia in the 1950s and 60s under 
the influence of the American ‘new criticism’. While the 
new criticism emphasised the autonomy of the literary 
text, which it held should be considered independent 
of biographical, philosophical or political contexts, 
Robinson embodies an older, essentially anthropological, 
understanding of culture that sees literature as just one 
part of the manifold ways in which humanity expresses 
its relationship with society, history and the natural 
environment.
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